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STAFF  REPORT  OF  THE  BOSTCl\T  RENT  BOARD 
■  TO  THE  MAYOR 

Experience  Under  the  Complaint-Initiated  System 

of  Rent  Control 
January  1,   1971  -  June  30,   1G71 


I.     Housing  Shortage 

The  substantial  and  critical  shortage  of  safe,   decent  and  reasonably- 
priced  rental  housing  units  declared  in  the  preamble  of  the  rent  control 
Ordinance  to  exist  in  the    City  of  Boston  continues  to  exist  as  of  June  30, 
1971.     The  increasingly  critical  nature  of  this  shortage  over  the  nasi;  ten 
years  is  clearly  demonstrated  by  recently-compiled  data  from  the  U.S. 
Census  for  1970.     The  number  of  low  rent  apartments,  that  existed  in  1930 
has  diminished  alarmingly  over  the  ten  year  period. 

In  I960  there  were  128,  786  apartments  renting  for  $80  or  less  in  monthly 
contract  rent.     These  apartments  constituted  79.  4%  of  all  occupied  rental 
units. 

In  1970  there  were  48,  239  apartments  renting  for  $80  or  less  in  monthly 
contract  rent.     These  apartments  constituted  only  31%  of  all  occupied 
dwelling  units. 

By  way  of  contrast,  the  number  of  apartments  renting  for  a  gross  monthly 
rent  of  $150  or  more  has  increased  substantially  over  the  same  period. 

In  1960  there  were  only  3324  apartments  renting  for  $150  or  more  in  gross 
monthly  rent  or  2%  of  all  occupied  dwelling  units. 

In  1970  there  were  40,  838  apartments  renting  for  $150  or  more  in  gross  monthly 
rent  or  26%  of  all  occupied  dwelling  units. 

The  tremendous  reduction  in  rental  housing  units  at  the  lower  rent  ranges  may 
be  explained  only  in  small  part  by  demolition  and  urban  renewal  occurring  dur- 
ing the  period.     The  principal  explanation  is  that  very  substantial  rent  in- 
creases were  imposed  during  a  period  of  general  inflation. 
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Data  from  the  U.  S.    Census  shows  that  median  contract  rents  for  the  City  of 
Boston  increased  from  $60  in  1960  to  $99  in  1970,    an  increase  of  65%.     For 
the  same  period,  the  cost  of  living  index  for  all  items  for  Boston  rose  only 
34.  7%  and  median  family  income  rose  by  only  48%. 

Between  1959  and  1969,   residential  rents  for  Metropolitan  Boston  increased 
an  average  of  twice  as  much  as  those  in  the  rest  of  the  United  States.     For 
Metropolitan  Boston,  the  rate  of  increase  was  37.1%  as  compared  to  an  in- 
crease of  I84  8%  for  the  country  as  a  whole. 

In  1970  the  City  of  Boston  had  the  dubious  distinction  of  having  the  highest 
relative  cost  to  the  consumer  for  housing  in  the  USA,   next  to  Anchorage, 
Alaska.     The  cost  to  the  consumer  for  housing  in  Boston  was  25%  above  the 
national  average. 

While  costs  to  the  consumer  for  food,   clothing,  transportation,   medical 
services,   etc.   also  increased  for  the  City  of  Boston  during  the  1950's,   there 
is  no  cost  category  for  which  the  cost  to  the  Boston  consumer  relative  to  the 
US  average  exceeds  the  relative  cost  for  housing  in  1970. 

III.  Impact  on  Family  Budgets 

r 

The  proportion  of  the  intermediate  family   budget  expenditures  for  consumption 
devoted  to  housing  has  increased  markedly- during  the  1960's  for  both  home- 
owners and  renters.     In  1960  the  expenditure  for  housing  represented  28%  of 
total  expenditures  for  consumption.     In  1970  the  expenditure  for  housing  rose 
to  34%  of  total  expenditures  for  consumption.     Thus,  the  proportion  of  the 
family  budget  devoted  to  housing  increased  13%  over  the  10  year  period.     In 
1970,   more  than  half  of  the  families  in  Boston  paid  more  than  25%  of  their  in- 
come for  housing. 

IV.  Rent  Board  Experience  in  Controlling  Rents 

According  to  the  1970  census,   there  were  158,  392  renter-occupied  housing 
units  out  of  a  total  of  232,  448  units  in  the  City.     Approximately  122,  000  apart- 
ments are  covered  by  the  rent  control  ordinance.     During  the  first  six  months 
of  1971,  the  Rent  Board  received  1784  complaints  opposing  rent  increases.     As 
of  June  30,  1971,   826  of  these  had  been  decided  or  settled  and  858  were  pending. 
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("The  858  pending  complaints  include  421  from  one  project  against  one  landlord 
and  130  from  another  project  against  another  landlord,   all  of  which  will  be 
decided  or  settled  shortly.  ) 

Of  the  926  cases  decided  or  settled,    rent  increases  were  reduced  by  order 
or  agreement  in  672  or  72%  of  the  cases.     (In  549  cases,   or  59%  of  the  cases 
decided  or  settled,   part  or  all  of  the  rent  increases  proposed  by  the  landlord 
were  denied  by  Board  order.     In  123  cases,   or  13%  of  the  cases  decided  or 
settled,   agreements  were  reached  reducing  the  rent  increases  proposed  by 
the  landlord.  ) 

By  way  of  contrast,  the  full  increase  proposed  by  the  landlord  was  allowed  in 
only  142  cases  or  15%  of  the  cases  decided  or  settled.     In  42  of  these  cases, 
the  landlord  was  required  to  correct  housing  conditions  before  receiving  the 
increase.     Of  the  remaining  cases  decided  or  settled,   complaints  were  with- 
drawn in  47  cases  and  the  Board  was  without  jurisdiction  in  65  cases. 

V.      Implications  for  Rent  Control 

The  experience  of  the  Boston  Rent  Board  clearly  demonstrates  that  the  present 
complaint-initiated  system  of  rent  control  gives  substantial  relief  to  those 
tenants  who  file  complaints.     In  72%  of  the  cases  decided  or  settled  as  of  June 
30,   1971,   rent  increases  were  reduced  by  order  or  agreement. 

However,   nothing  in  the  Board's  experience  sugge-sts  that  either  the  current 
rent  control  ordinance  or  the  decisions  of  the  Board  under  the  Ordinance  has 
any  impact  on  generally  prevailing  rents  or  the  rate  of  rent  increases  in  the 
city.     For  every  apartment  from  which  a  rent  increase  complaint  is  filed, 
there  is  likely  to  be  an  identical  apartment  across  the  hall  with  an  identical 
rent  increase,   from  which  no  complaint  is  filed.     Any  reduction  in  the  proposed 
rent  increase  should  logically  apply  consistently  throughout  the  building,   but 
will,   under  the  current  Ordinance,    apply  only  to  the  apartment  from  which 
the  complaint  is  filed.     The  obvious  result  of  this  hopscotch  approach  to  con- 
trolling rents  is  jx  bizzarre  crazy-quilt  pattern  of  otherwise  identical  apart- 
ments renting  for  widely  differing  amounts.     Nor  can  the  Board  use  its  power 
to  initiate  action  on  rent  levels  to  produce  a  more  consistent  result.     The 
current  Ordinance  does  not  authorize  the  Board  to  control  all  rents  in  a 
building  from  which  a  complaint  is  filed.     Such  action  is  only  warranted  where 
rental  levels  or  housing  conditions  violate  community  standards. 
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The  power  is  clearly  intended  to  be  limited  to  the  exceptional  case  and  does 
not  extend  to  those  rent  increases  falling  within  the  general  pattern  of  the 
market. 


Not  only  does  the  Ordinance  lead  to  bizzarre  results  but  there  is  real  doubt 
as  to  whether  tenants  will  or  can  be  expected  to  exercise  their  rights  under 
the  Ordinance.     At  the  present  rate  the  Board  will  receive  rent  increase 
complaints  from  3538  apartments  or  2%  of  the  units  covered  by  the  Ordinance 
for  all  of  1971.     Clearly,   little  can  be  done  to  achieve  comprehensive  rent 
control  under  the  tenant -initiated  system  provided  by  the  current  Ordinance. 
As  long  as  the  burden  of  initiating  rent  control  proceedings  falls  on  the  tenant, 
the  party  least  able  to  bear  the  burden  and  most  vulnerable  to  reprisals, 
rent  control  will  remain,  .at  best,  a  piecemeal  and  haphazard  affair. 
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